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IN RITTTALS 
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4 , 


In the Vedic age women equally enjoyed with men the 

religious rights and privileges. They were also allowed to study 

the vedic texts and were given due respect. ^Br, calls a learned 

woman sarasvatl/ The wife of the yajam^na was regarded as the 

half of his self and as such ghe was ’•ightly a component to her 

husband. Rer rest iprortant function, no doubt, was to give birth 
3 

to a sen in order to rerfbrn* the necessary funeral ri t^s of his 
father and to continue the family race, She also participated in 


the performance of the ^r«o ta ri t-nal s. 

^ L 

the vajna harpy and accomplished. i»Br, 

4 

of the yajna. 


She is d. escribed as making 
call s her as the hind part 



1 tv i - It is obvious f ’•cm the Vedic texts that women were 


quite eligible for participating the performance of the V®d?c 

ri tu«l «*. Thei r rrcsen.ce in the sacri ei pi al rituals is lcu^ed in 

the Rgveda ’-hich describes a women ^ taking part ir the yajna, es 

5 

respectable, "h'or another verse of Rgveda it is cl ear thst the 

6 

husband and the rd f e Jointly used tc rerform the sacrifices. Tai. 
hr. says that naif of the yajna parishes if she is not present in 
it. Tn the list of the persons parti cipating the yajnn, r^ratha 


Brahmapa refers to the ynJamJrv!s ’fife a n so. there are T^rerences 
to ^oren performing sacrifices individually, I lady, named Vi^va- 
v§rfi, is referred to get up early in the morning and start sacri- 


o 

flee al 1 by herself. another rlace a maiden is described as 

m 

making offering of soma to the Indre, Though the maiden? took 

*1 i 

XL 

part in some of the 4rauta ri tuals, yet individually they did not 


perform any srauta rito. Similarly, the windows are also not found 
p erfbrmln g sacrificial rites. If there were wives, more than one, 


12 

all of than participated In the rituals. 


1 




I V ) 


The men , belonging to the three higher varna s, were 

allowed to perform sacrifices, therefore the women al so, belonging 

. .. 13 

to these very varnas, were allowed to participate, which means 

that srauta rituals were only meant for the women of higher three 

varnas. If a sbdra girl was married to a brahman a even then she 

» 

14 

was not eligible to participate the religious ceremonies. There 
were rituals in which the consent of the wife was taken. In case 

there was a violation of a rule of a conduct, the wife of the 

16 

yajam&na was asked to give her consent. She was consulted by 

16 

her husband while giving away the dsksrtna as she should also have 
the knowledge of the things to be given. Many rituals, originally 
performed by the wife alone, started to be assigned to male sub- 
stitutes in the age of Brahman as. for example, ’Otren always find 
pleasure, and th el r phy si qu e a], so helps them in singing the songs, 
therefore the wife of the yajajnana used to sing the simans in the 
early Vedic period. But, later on the ritual smarted to be per- 

17 

formed by the Udgatr rtviks. She might have been replaced by 
t'dgatrs because She was not physically energetic enough to carry 
on the singing of samans for a long time because of the lengthy 


and so many rituals. 

aoine rituals were optionally performed by th® wife of 

the yajamana. In the Pitrmedha sacrifice women optionally go 

18 

round the bones of the dead ancestor placed on a cot. They might 
be afraid of to be seized upon by the evil spirits. The deeds of 
winnowing the grains etc. are generally performed by women. But, 
at the Bar sap urn ami sa it is found that either the wife of the 
yajaa^na or any other rtvlk performs the ritual of preparing the 
oblation. The reason of suggesting the rtvik in her option i*s 


of her menstruation (if it starts) or any other bodily defect. 
Still there vere rites and rituals in which her participation 


was completely confined. She was not allowed to participate in 

the Fitryesti. In the 'Karirfsti 1 she was not given 'karfra* 

21 

as she ms not entitled to drink the soma. The restriction shows 
that she was not allowed to use the intoxicating things. 

Modern scholars have also tried to observe the position 
of wo^en in religious ceremonies. B. >. TTpadhyaya observes that 
the religious ceremonies \h. 1 eh, in later times, were banned agai- 
nst the Hindu wife could be performed by her in the Hgvedie times 
in her own right. Nevertheless, there were some of the sacrifi- 
cial rituals which could be performed by the wife alone even in 

the Gihya period. Sftfi-yajna and Hudrabsli are the rituals per- 

23 

formed by the wife alone. Keeping the fact In ^iev that the 
performance of rituals was not valid till th? vifo joined her 
husband, H.K.Mookerji observes that the^e is no wonder that the 

wl f e enjoyed vl th h er h u sban d full reli gi ou 3 r:l ^ t s an f reguls , *I y 

24 

participated in religious ceremonies ^th hlir. Ihe pcr^crr snce 
cf bv&utm rituals was justified only if the wife of the 7a J airfr. 9 
participated along with her husband. 


B) MU'- Vadic texts lay mudi stress upon the rituals of dlkpft, 

26 

meant for the self-purification. Besides yajarnSna and the rtviks 

the ritual is performed uron the wife of the yaj&B'.ana also. ®nd 

26 

if there are more wives all are purified through diksa. The 
ritual of purification consists of internal and external purifica- 
tions. The ritual cf sipping water is meant for the internal 

27 

purification because the waters are pure (medhya), and cutting 

28 29 

cf the nails and bathing etc. are Intended for external purifl- 

20 

cation. She puts on new silken clothes. The old or dirty clothes 


were strictly prohibited at the time of performing the rituals. 

31 

She is girdled with mekhaia or the yoktra and is provided wl th a 

3? 


• J, 


samku' to scratch herself. 


She is anointed with the butter re- 

33 


mained after the anointing of her husband. It indicates the gene- 
ral practice among the Hindu wives that the wife consumes or uses 

a thing then her husband has consumed or used it. the dfksa 

34 

ceremony, Katyayana optionally allows her to get her hair cut, but 

35 

fyast-amba does not allow at all. *pastamba seems to be very rlsht 

in restricting her because the hair were considered as "orming the 

36 


natural beauty of a woman. Putting collyrlum into her eyes was 

also one of the dfksS rituals whi eh was performed to ward off the 

37 

' rsksasas' i. e . the evil spirits. 'Die modern practices of apply- 
ing a mark with collyrlum on the forehead of a child or painting 
the black signs on the walls of new buildings to ward off the evil 
spirits or bad sights seem to have their origin in this very ritual 

Upon the wife of the ya jam ana the dlksa rituals are per- 

38 

formed silently. It was done perhaps with the reason that she was 
regarded as half of her husband and when he v#s purified with 
mantras, there remained no need to recite them for her, because 
these rituals upon both of them were performed at the same time by 
tdhvaryu and FratiprasthStfi, respectively. 




C) Restriction st - The rules prescribed for the wife of the yajaman* 
are the same to those prescribed for her husband. 3be observes 

0*7 

fast on the day prior to 4gnySdhSna day and at night keeps awake*. 
Satapathe Brahman it gives the reason for awakening as such that the 
gods, who have come to their home, don’t sleep at nightf^ therefore 
the wi^e (along with her husband) also does not sleep. She observes 
complete celebaey. She Is also not allowed to consume meat, salt, 


barn s and the materials to be offered, as her fast food. The 
reason of Imposing the restriction upon consuming the offering 
material is re ry simple* The gods, in the form of guests hare 
arrived at t*cir house and It does not look nice to con sure the 


things wi thout haring offered them to the guests. The Ideology 
of guest respect In Hindu society is clear from the vedic rituals. 

D) AMBITION J i- Going through the Vedic ritualistic texts it becomes 
obvious that the iraeta- rites were performed with one or the other 
desire. But, particular rituals were also prescribed for the fttl- 
fUnat of particular ambitions. There is no end o r the human 
desires and renerallv husband end wife perlhrp, sacrificial rites 
with acre common desires, but It Is *cund that much stress has been 
1*1 d upon acquiring 8 son and the rituals, to be performed by the 
wife of the yajan&na, have been prescribed in this respect. One 
of the rituals, p ar formed at T'indapi tryajha, is to err «arr e ore 
cf th c three rice balls by the wife of the vai^mans. Hho ritual 

w <r ■ * 


of consuming this rice ball, is particularly mesjit for obtaining a 

43 

son. The verse recited in this ritual shows that the help of 

Fitaras is sought for a son. In this regard iiffnront view? have 

/ 

been given but ITirenyufcesTn Sr. 3if. firmly declares that by cor sum- 

44 

ing the rice ball she gives birth to a male child. The ancestor 
worship and the idea of seeking thei r heir in the ^edic arciety is 
dear from this ritual. 


The ritual, of untying the bundle r f sacred grass (veda) 
is performed bj T the wife of the ya^amann. Acecrding to the ^eta- 
patha Br^usana, ^edi is a woman and Veda i r, a men? ?c by tmtylng 

the Veda the combination (of a man and a woman) *or the birth ©e 

45 

child is completed. She takes some grass blades from the ’Veda’ 


1 


X 

V 4 


and brings them between her thighs. ?br, kuia is masculine there- 
fore this ritual symbolises the copulation for begetting a male 
child. Clearly, in the Vedic rites the rituals leading to the 
attainment of a male issue, the chief ambition of women, had gained 
a significant place, for the male child is important for carrying 
on the human as well as family race. 


P "3TTCTP *TION OZIM. 21M1 s 'MM 1 - As a matter of fact the wife 
of the yajamana participates in the irauta rituals but her parti- 
cipation is in a limited way. Usually, die carries the performance 
of rituals remaining silent, therefore, die is taken to be relega- 
ted to the position of merely a silent spectator of the performance 
of rituals being carried on by her husband and the officiating 
rtviks. Notwithstanding, in the irauta ritu a ls die is given a high 
importance as the 'wife' does not remain the wife of the saerificer, 

die becomes the general 'WIFE' (or the female partner) on the ritu- 

47 

ai plane, standing for all females to be fructified through her. 
There are various rituals wherein die appears in her main role. The 

AQ 

ritual of reciting the verses is also certainly performed by her. 

Vt the Fravargya if die looks at the mahfivira-pot, she is made to 

46 

recite the verse ' tvastr' etc., in which progeny is ltnged for. 

According to Buitanen, the verse is intended to encourage the fChti- 

50 

11 ty of the yaj amana. The ritual of reci tation of verses by the 
wife of the yajamana clearly shows that in the rituals her partici- 
pation is not that of a mere silent spectator. Bor the nourishment 
of rituals her participation is necessary as she was treated as 

51 

the form of riches ( ^rf ) . Thoutfi at the Prsvargya die is vanished 

to her quarters, yet she is required to be present during the per- 
formance of the rituals. 


(1) Hltuals to be performed only by the wife: - There are many 

rituals vhi ch were performed only by the wife of the yajamana. fit 

the Tfer^apurpamasa, the ritual of opening the yoktra, girdled 

around her va$ste during initiation ceremony, is performed by her- 
62 

self. " Vhen the yajamana used to be out of station, his wife had 

53 

to perform the worship of the fires. The ritual of looking at 

the ghee (ajya-veksana) Is also performed by the wife of the yaja_ 

54 

mans reciting the verse ' adabdhena tva' etc. She looks at the 
e® with a friendly look and makes it friendly-one so that it 
may call the j?ods, because in the verse the i^hee has been descri- 
bed as the tongue of the igni and the c*ller of the gods. The 

’•itual of grinding the grains la performed by the wife of the yaja. 
65 ~ 

msna. 4t the Firjdapi tryajna the ritual of threshing the rice 

56 

grains is also performed by her. The rituals show that in the 
Vedic society the deeds of grinding, threshing or husking the 


grains were restart cted to the women. 

There are some rituals to which the wife of the yajamana 
is indirectly related, for eyampi e, the offering of caru for 
Miti, one of the twelve ' Hatna-oblation s' , is offered in the 
palace of chief- wife (mahisi). The 'prthivi' is aditi and the 
wife of the gods, and on the other hand the mahisi is the wife 

of the yajam&na; therefore the offering for aditi is made in the 

57 

chi ef-vi fe’ s palace. Clearly, the eldest wife was considered 

the Jewl of the husband and ^ie enjoyed a momentous place. <lt 

the animal sacrifice, after the immolation, of the ritual of puri- 

ijrewttar fying the Vital-limbs of the dead animal with PannejanT- 

68 

waters is performed by the wife of the yajamana. Throujdi this 

ritual she makes the animal worthy for offering to the gods by 

59 

placing the ’Pranas' into it as the waters are the 'pranas’'. The 
rituals of preparing the things to be used in the rites are also 


sometimes performed by her. Fbr example, at tile Vkrunapraghasa-parva 

she prepares the k«rambha potsf® it the ignlcayana, the ritual of 

preparing the first brick named ’Isadha' is al 90 performed by the 

61 

(chief) wife of the ya^amSna. The performance of the rituals of 


preparing the different things by the wife of the yajamana shows 
the expertness of women in preparing the things. 

it the farsapurnamSsa, during the third 'patnf samyaja- 
offering , the ritual of touching idh^aryu with Kusa grass is oer- 


*ormed by the wife of the Yajamana. Snd, if she is not present then, 

62 

according to Fidy&dhara, someone else touches him. It Shows that 
her presence was not necessary at every minute during the sacrifice. 
Sometimes, there were unusual rituals to be performed by her for 
the fulfilment of desires, it the isvamedha, the chief-queen lies 

£3 

with the dead horse and both are covered with a doth, and she 

places the penis of the horse in her lap, reciting the verse ' vrsa 
64 

vajf" etc. From the verse it is clear that the ritual \»s symboli- 
cally performed with a desire to have the progeny full of heroism 
because the copulation with horse will/fcroduce the child powerful 

like that of the horse, for, the horse is the symbol of prowess, 

65 

especially of vital force. is the actual copulation was not possi- 
ble therefore the ritual was only a symbolic one. Here the wife 

66 

of the yajamana represents the female partner of the horse. The 
isvamedha was performed by a king, so, naturally he would have a 
desire to get powerful progeny Tdiieh could save his kingdom and 
hence the importance of the ritual. 

There are rituals which were directly related to her 


chastity. it the , hrunapraghasa-parva the P ratiprasthata asks her 

67 

’with whom has she fallen in love". She has to make an explicit 

68 

reply or at least to hold up as many ku^a- blades as she has lovers. 


Ihe Illegal love affair was taken to be a sin as Is expressed by 

the iBr. vhi ch reads that 'the sin becomes lesser if it is told, 

69 

otherwise it Is disadvantageous to her relatives. tyien die utters 

the name/s of her lover/ s water is poured uron her head with ’ idam 

70 

apah pravahata* and thus die Is relieved of her sin. It is a 

frank statement about sexual immorality. Keith is of the opinion 

that this ritual 1 s an example of brutal morality of the priests 

71 

and he observes it as an insult of the idfe. But, it can't be 
taken as a case of brutal morality a 3 the ritual was in favour of 

the wife. It was meant for purifying and relieving her from the 
sin committed, however, from the ritual It could wrongly be con- 
cluded that the wife of every person, who perfbrmed CaturmSsva, was 
entangled in love affair, 'which was not the case. The ritual was 
only to enquire the wi**e about her lovers if there was any, and to 
purify her. tad if die vas not entangled in such case then also 
the ritual >a s for endorsement of her chastity. Clearly, in the 
Vedl c society there were such cases of illegal love affairs vhi ch 
were not sanctioned by the society and to get rid of thl s gin one 
had to confess it publlcally. 

(11) Rituals to be Performed alongL_vl 1 h her husband :- In the Srauta 
rites there are some rituals in which the yajamana also Joins his 
wi fe and both of them perform them Jointly. In the previous sec- 
tion it was discussed that the wife of the yajamana, on the nitfit 

prior to dgnyadhana, keeps awake and have the *lre ever burning. In 

72 

this ritual her husband too Joins her. <lt the 'avabhrtha-i stl ’ 
both husband and wife enter the water to take bath, without immers- 
ing their heads, and mad wearing other clothes they come out. It is 
well known that water is regardad as pure, therefore, having become 


73 

purified and leaving all their sins In the -waters, both of them 
come out. A**ter avabhrtha-b® th the ya jamah® and his wife, respec- 
tively, put sami<fi*3 Into ^havaniya and Garhapatya fires. The 

yajamfiha puts with ’ devan *m samidasi' whereas the wife puts silent- 

74 

ly. Taking soma in their laps yajamana and wife, respectively, 

sit to the west of the uttaravedi and to the west of the door of 

the gala, and in this way they take control over truth, ^rl* and 
75 

jyoti. The most important ritual of the V& japeya is the heaven- 

ascending ritual in which both of them participate. Called by the 

yajamana his wife also joinshim In ascending the ladder and after 

76 

ascending, the yajamana recites "Prajapateh praja abhuma* i.e. 
we have become the children (progeny) of Frajapati. Tie ritual 
is a ssrmbolic one and ^rom the recitation it is clear that It in- 
tends to attain heaven because In this w«y they become the children 
of Prsjapatl. it the same time it is also obvious that the yajamana 
alone can't go to the heaven as he has to take his wife with him. 
Ihere are other rituals in *hich the husband optionally joins his 

wife. ?br instance, at the Caturmfisya, karambha-pots are offered 

77 

by the wife Whereas her husband optionally helps her. It means 
1 f he was busy in some other ritual, he could be exempted. However, 
the ri tual of offering these pots was necessarily performed by his 


wife. 

(ill) Htvlks 41 so Join :- Usually, most of the rituals are performed 

by the rtviks, but in the performance of some of the rituals they 

have been referred to as accompanying the sacrificer and his wife. 

*t the pas/ubandha, after vap fi -off ering, the ritual of purifylne 

78 

themselves is performed by all of them. After 'barhi-homa' all 

/_ 79 

of them go to the pond taking heart- sula with them. In some of 
the rituals the wife of the yajamaha given a high respect. 


flor example, at the Pravargva, the ya jam an a and the rtviks come 


80 


out of the sale, led by her. it certain rituals she was made to 

81 

recite the mantras. <0.1 these instances are sufficient to rfiov 
that there were certain rituals which were performed by them along 
with the yajamana and his wl^e. 

(iv) T feves *- Earner it has been made clear that all the wives of 

the yajapana were eligible to participate in the ^rauta- ritual s. 

the Oavamayana the ritual of singing songs in praise of the 

yajaminas is performed by their wives. They sing 3ongs by playing 
82 

on ^fnffs, that shows their knowledge and liking of instrumental- 

music. *t the Dvada&ha, the ritual of consuming madhu or ghee at 

the end of s»daha is performed by the wives of ♦he initiated per- 
83 

sons. In the rituals of Mvamedha ail the four wives, viz.Fahlgl, 

V*ivata, Pariv^kt* and Pal a gall, decore ted with gold ornaments, 

84 

participate. They go round the dead horse from left to right with 

’gananSm' etc.; for the middle turn they go thrice from right to 

left with 'prlyanam' etc. and a*ain thrice from the left to right 

86 

with 'nldhinam* etc. seeking the protection of vasus. The Vasus 
are the defenders of pleasures that is *hy they are called from 
the pleasure. 

The ritual of anointing ghee on the front, middle and 

hind parts of the horse is performed, respectively, by FahisT, 

86 

Va'vata and P arivrk tft. lach of them wreathes one hundred and one 
manls on the head, in the man as and the tale of the horse, respec- 


tively, and during this ritual MahisT recites 'bhuh', Vavata red- 

87 

tes 'bhuvah* and Parivrkta recites ’Srah'. The ritual of cutting 


up the horse by piercing the golden, silver and iron needles into 


it, to Bake a way on the horse's body for knife-cut is also per- 

88 

forced by the said three wives. The use of needles shows that the 
Vedic people were quite acquainted with the use of needles and the 
art of sewing. The limited participation of Pslffgali in the per- 
formance of rituals exhibits that she was not given much importance 
on the ritual plane. 

( F*) OTHER T \CM M » - In the performance of irauta-ri tual s, apart from 
the wife/ves of the yajamaha other women are also found participat- 
ing. To the rituals of Rajasuya a woman know as Parivrtti (comm. 
Patiputra-rahi ta strl parivrttih) is also related, indirectly. Twelf- 
th and the last "ratna-havi * consisting of caru of black dhanas 
is offered to Nirrti in her house. The motive of making the offer- 
ing in her house is that rfie may get rid of the Hirrti (the adver- 
sity and misfortune?? The performance of this offering in her 
house shows that the Vedic kings used to think it their moral and 


foremost duty to take care of the people who were adve«3i ty- stricken 

l^ter the offering *or Tryambaka-Rudra the maidens, who desire for 

husbands or good luck, take three rounds of ^edi, reciting ' tryam- 

91 

bakam yajamahe' etc. The ri tual makes i t an undeniable **act that 
the young girls of Vedic society were free to express their desire 


for marriage. 

In the rituals of isvamedha, four hundred maid attendants, 

of the wives of the yajamina also participate. imong these atten- 

dants one hundred accompany each of the four queens. The large 

number of attendants, accompanying the individual queen, dtows the 

luxurious life enjoyed by the royal families. The maid att«idants 

93 

also take part In the ribald-dialogues. it the Qayamayana eight 

or more maid attendants dance, round the mSrjallya ^ed, having 

94 

water-pitchers on their heads. Hopkins observes such type of rell- 


96 

pious dances in India as the copy from the dances of the pods. 


aome rituals ve~e optionally performed by than, fbr eatitmple, at 

the Tfcrsapurnajnffsa either yajamana* 3 wife or her attendant crushes 

the grains. In the Areata rituals sob etimes harlots also take 
97 

P a rt vhich shows the presence of professional harlots in the Vedlc 


soci ety. 


( 


iTINfl BITf ilS i-The rituals of expiation pertaining to the 


wi^e of the yajamana have not been prescribed in particular. Never- 
theless, there are 9ome rituals whi ch could be taken as expiations 

for her. Bor instance, if die gives birth to a child then as an 

' 98 

expiation thirteen-kapala purodasa is offered to Majflruts. If dur- 
ing sacrifice, menstruation starts then she puts of* the signs of 

99 

initiation and sits on the sand, kid during pressing days she has 

IDO 

to sit on ^he sand near vedl and after three nights, having taken 
bath with water, mixed with cow-urine, wears signs initlati^i} 
Ih® initiation signs denote complete rurity but she becomes imrure, 
If starts her menstruation, this is why die puts of* these signs 


of purfety. In case She gives birth to a child* the ritual of bath 

The ritual of bathing with 


. ... s. 


water mixed with cow urine after the birth of a child Is still in 


vogue in the society. 

CCNCIHSTON i- it is said that men, often, engage in making the fan- 
tastic stories about women’s nature and a t the same time shewing 

103 , 

their own superiority. But, th® arauta rituals reveal that in 
the Vedic society women enjoyed a good position and privileges. 

The performance cf Arauta rituals of sweeping the shed, smearing 
the sacrificial ground, grinding the grains etc., by the wife of 
the yajamSfia does not Show her lower position in society. Because, 


the modern women also perform such manual work s and still they 
enjoy respectable position. Keeping the importance of her partici- 
pation in view B. S.TJpadhyaya says th a t such a member of e a miiy 

104 

must need enjoy considerable influence and status in the community. 
The study of ^routa rituals also reveals that the women used to 
recite verses whi ch means that they were given opportunities to 

study and their absence would surely have affected the ritual 

/ 

procedure. The Srauta rituals are very helpful in projecting 
the real state of affairs or Vedic Society. 
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